FROM WEST TO  EAST
At first Nifonov could only see his shoulder, cap and a
red ear; he was firing a machine-gun, his shoulder
vibrating in time with it. Then there was a moment's
silence, and the man turned and looked at Nifonov with
bright blue, protruding, reckless eyes.
"Unknown pal/' he said, "give me some tobacco!"
His face was black with dust. He took a pinch of
tobacco from Nifonov's pouch, nodded and lit up, press-
ing the cigarette firmly, angrily between his hard lips.
Nifonov knew that he was hardly likely to leave this
field uninjured, but he said nothing of that to his
neighbour. He rolled a cigarette for himself too.
"A light,9' he said, and the other man held out his
cigarette.
They exchanged names. A shell burst beyond the
wood.
"To hell with it," said Bereza softly.
The Germans retreated, and again began pounding
with their artillery- Bereza looked straight ahead,
neither frowning nor starting; his stern face looked as
though it had been cast in iron. Nifonov liked having
Bereza's shoulder beside him—a strong, reliable shoulder.
The thought came to him—fine to have a chum, a
grand thing, men's friendship ... and then he ceased to
think, ceased to exist—for a long time. As in a dream he
remembered a certain discussion. He was in hospital,
and two doctors were arguing, thinking that he was
unconscious. One of them said that it would be necessary
to take off both arms and legs. The other said—only
the left leg. The argument continued for a long time.
Nifonov was perfectly indifferent. He felt as though the
real Nifonov was dead, and this Nifonov whom they
were discussing was someone else, some stranger, some-
one unreal—let them cut off all they wanted, Even his
head.
The doctors* voices sounded through a faint ringing
in his ears, then the air he drew in changed to something
sweet, choking, he breathed submissively and sank into
a deep sleep, an everlasting sleep, it seemed....

